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7 In search of the perfect method

Reflections on knowing, seeing,
measuring and estimating human
trafficking

Sverre Molland

Theory without data is empty, but data without theory are blind.
C. Wright Mills (quoted in Eriksen 2010: 27)

Introduction

z}rguably one of the largest controversies regarding human trafficking is the ques-
tion of the numbers and scale of the phenomenon. On the one hand, numerous
unsubstantiated claims are being made, such as ‘trafficking in women a,nd girls for
puxpo.ses, of sexual exploitation has become a $16-billion-a-year business in Latin
Amenca: (UNODC 2008: 7); and ‘An estimated 2.5 million people are in forced
lal_x_)mj (including sexual exploitation) at any given time’ (United Nations Global
Ip?t]atlve to Fight Human Trafficking 2006). At the same time, several policy prac-
t1't10n.ers .and academics alike are questioning the validity of these claims
highlighting that numbers are grabbed out of thin air in the context of moralistit;
hyperbole. Pointing out moral philosophical and political agendas underpinning
much of the construction of trafficking — and the dubious claims to knowledge that
eventuate — has become a preoccupation in itself (Kempadoo et al. 2005; Weitzer
2005;. Zl_'lang 2009; Savona and Stefanizzi 2007). Yet, surprisingly thl,s critical
guestlomng‘of the enumeration of human trafficking as a problem has not resulted
in much serious research on the anti-trafficking industry, with a few notable excep-
thx}s (Rosga 2005; Agustin 2007). To date, critiques of trafficking discourse tend
to llnpt themselves to a narrow focus on prostitution and migration policies where
questions of criminalisation and legalisation are endlessly debated (Doezema
2010; Kempadoo and Doezema 1998; Gallagher 2001). In other words, these
fic'bates consider ideological underpinnings of anti-trafficking as opposed to’exam-
ining the institutional context which enables particular anti-trafficking activities to
Fake place. F.ew researchers have considered the broader question of how traffick-
ing laws, policies and programmes translate into practice; that is, placing a serious
focus on the practice of anti-trafficking in itself.

Instea(%, the main focus within trafficking research remains an attempt to peel
off mor?,hstic and ideological layers that cloud our vision. Ironicaily, by placing
ethasw on ‘dispelling myths’ (Feingold 2005) regarding trafﬁc;king these
critics come uncomfortably close to giving life to what they seek to demo,lish. In
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the very act of showing the constructed nature of trafficking, it is always implied
that underneath all these misconceptions the ‘real nature® of trafficking can be
revealed, thereby cementing an essentialist ontology of human trafficking. For
example, within some anti-trafficking circles in Southeast Asia and South Asia, it
has become fashionable to refer to ‘the second paradigm’ of trafficking, which
denotes an older, presumably more naive view of trafficking, which has now been
replaced by a more sophisticated model (International Organization for Migration
2004; Shangera et al. 2005).' Hence, the recognition of the moral and ideological
underpinnings of trafficking does not result in abandoning human trafficking as a
point of gravity for research and policy implementation but quite the opposite: it
becomes a site of perpetual knowledge production and targeted programmes.
Hence, the trafficking debate remains essentially an instrumental one where the
focus is on ‘*how to get our tools right” to more accurately understand, know and
design appropriate policy responses.

Tt is in this context that the question of methodology becomes relevant as
efforts to advance both the combat and research of trafficking presuppose episte-
mological advances. In this vein, several scholars have attempted to come up with
methods for studying trafficking (Brunovskis and Tyldum 2005; Steinfatt and
Baker 2011; Laczko and Gramegna 2003). Within the anti-trafficking industry
itself, the Mekong region has been particularly prominent in terms of various
organisations and applied researchers launching novel instruments for data
collection and research on trafficking in persons.

This chapter seeks to explore these emergent forms of knowledge production.
More specifically, various attempts at developing methodologies for measuring
and estimating human trafficking are examined. The argument advanced is that,
rather than engaging in searches for technically sophisticated tools to improve
modes in which anti-trafficking programmes can detect and measure trafficking,
what is required is a much more careful institutional reflexivity of why anti-traf-
ficking research takes the forms it does. I suggest that these new anti-trafficking
methods reflect specific institutional logics. In the process, a discourse of human
trafficking is reified and a certain conservatism is maintained, which predisposes
anti-trafficking programmes to operate in specific ways. In other words, efforts to
assist trafficked persons identified as victims are not necessarily served by
endless fine tuning of survey methods and other methodologies to measure and
detect trafficking. My aim here is not to merely engage in an academic exercise
in critiquing policy-driven applied research for the sake of critiue. Instead, I seek
to interrogate the epistemological obviousness of recent trafficking research that
has been carried out by anti-trafficking programmes in the Mekong region. In so
doing, I hope to invite a more careful reflection upon how research is embedded
within a broader political economy of anti-trafficking programming.

I first outline some observations of the ways in which anti-trafficking research
is carried out. I then go on to consider recent anti-trafficking studies in the
Mekong region, to elucidate several assumptions contained in such surveys.
Before concluding, I provide a discussion of how these research methods are
shaped by particular institutional factors and the effects that eventuate from them.
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Trafficking research: from a revelatory logic to a totalising gaze

It has recently been pointed out that an important mode of evidence making in
h'aﬁi'cking takes the form of visual imagery, evidenced in newspaper reporting,
movies and documentary film making (Lindquist 2010; Soderlund 2011; Lainez
2010). The exposé has become a central trope in making human trafficking mani-
fest to the world. This point is well taken. However, at the same time, at a
programmatic level the last few years have seen numerous attempts at making
Hafﬁc@g knowable through large-scale survey-type instruments. In the Mekong
region, which is arguably one of the world’s largest hubs of anti-trafficking initia-
tives, there are several efforts documenting, researching, measuring and
estimating trafficking numbers (Steinfatt and Baker 2011; JHSPH Center for
Refugee and Disaster Response and LPN 2010; An Gian University 2011;
UNICEF 2004; ILO 2003; UNESCO n.d.). ’

In stark contrast to investigative journalism and revelatory documentaries,
these surveys are commonly highly positivist in style and go beyond journalistic
voyeurism and film making, in the sense that they attempt not only to reveal that
traf_ﬁcking exists but to unravel its locations, size and prevalence for the purpose
of }mproved programming. In other words, these surveys strive for methods
whlcl} can permeate the social body to track trafficking trends and, as such,
constitute panoptical instruments for surveillance in the Foucauldian sense
{Foucault 1977). Just as the state can be understood through metaphors of a verti-
cal totalising encompassment (Ferguson and Gupta 2002), these trafficking
surveys strive for a birds-eye view legibility of traffickers and victims within a
given territorial unit.” This is in itself unsurprising, as anti-trafficking organisa-
tions not only work closely with state actors but, in many respects, echo state
funf:uons in the sense that programmatic action presupposes particular modes of
seeing and knowing the world which furnishes policy directives. This is particu-
larly the case with several United Nations (UN) agencies, as their operational
mandates are often closely aligned with respective states. UN agencies not only
operate on invitation by host governments but also represent sovereign nation
states. Hence, their work involves intimate collaboration with ministries and it
should come as no surprise that UN agencies are predisposed to ‘see like a state’
(Scott 1998) in light of policy implementation and programming.

Before I elaborate this point, more context is required. In what follows, I
de.scribe two recent attempts at launching new and improved methods for meas-
uring trafficking in the Mekong region and consider some of the inherent
problems that such endeavours produce.

The ‘empirisation’ of trafficking research

At first glance, it seems as if data collection and knowledge production within the
anti-trafficking community in the Mekong region have grown increasingly
sophisticated. Whereas, in the past, it was commonplace to either grab numbers
out of thin air or carry out trafficking research by relying on popular media
reports or interviewing ‘experts’ within the anti-trafficking field (and thereby
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produce dubious estimates), this has now become heavily criticised with the anti-
trafficking sector itself. As one UN official once told me, ‘all these trafficking
researchers who run around interviewing trafficking organisations aren’t
researching trafficking. They are mistaking the research of trafficking organisa-
tions for trafficking research’. Allowing trafficking ‘guestimates’ by
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and law enforcement officials to pass as
credible research has therefore become untenable (Savona and Stefanizzi 2007;
Zhang 2009), which is partly recognised within the anti-trafficking sector itself.
For this reason, at least within larger UN aid agencies, such as the International
Labour Organization (ILO), primary data collection has become increasingly
common.

Although it is correct to point out that unsubstantiated trafficking ‘guestimates’
are often being made within abolitionist quarters and organisations concerned
with border security, it is important to recognise that this is not easily explained
by ideological critiques of abolitionist and border-control bias within anti-traf-
ficking discourse. The importance of ‘better data’ — often heavily coated in
positivist language — is evident within numerous political-moral stands on traf-
ficking, ranging from organisations that advocate for the abolition of prostitution
to sex workers rights groups to programmes who advocate for legalising labour
migration and others who suggest tightened border controls. For example, both
the abolitionist organisation Agir Pour Les Femmes En Situation Précaire
(AFESIP) and researchers who critique them (Steinfatt and Baker 2011) base
their arguments in light of claims to ‘science’.* Similarly, organisations that advo-
cate for legalised labour migration, such as the ILO, are actually collaborating on
joint research projects with governments, such as the government of Laos, which
enforce strict border control policies on trafficking (ILC 2003). As such, scien-
tific positivism and repeated calls for better and more rigorous trafficking
research have a doxic (Bourdieu 1977) character as the call for better data is in
itself beyond the realm of dispute.’ Hence, ‘scholars who emphasise ideological
bias in trafficking research (Sandy 2012) miss an important underlying logic for
the perpetual design of methods and production of estimates.

Asguably one of the key organisations advocating for strengthened research on
trafficking in the Mekong region has been the United Nations Inter-Agency
Project on Human Trafficking (UNIAP). Since the mid 2000s, UNIAP has been
central in bringing to life a range of initiatives which aim to ‘strengthen the
knowledge base’ on human trafficking. Of course, UNIAP is not the only organ-
isation engaging in large-scale trafficking research. Both the ILO and UNICEF
have over the last years carried out large scale research programmes in the
Mekong region (UNICEF 2004; ILO 2003) and the International Organization for
Migration, as well as the United Nations Office for Drugs and Crime (UNODC)
have developed databases on trafficking. Yet, UNIAP is particularly interesting as
the programme has not merely carried out various research projects on traffick-
ing but explicitly attempted to engage the broader anti-trafficking community in

search for improved methodologies within trafficking research. In other words,
TTNITAD hae heen central in ‘empiricising’ trafficking research.
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Pal:t of: the reason why UNIAP places emphasis on research is that it plays a
coordinating role on trafficking which involves close collaboration with not only
otht?r UN .agencies and NGOs but also state agencies in the Mekong region
O“?ng to its coordination role, it becomes predisposed to place focus on broa(i
policy responses to trafficking within the Mekong countries, defining itself as a
knowlefige-hub on trafficking. As coordination presupposes knowledge of both
uamckmg (trends, scale, patterns) and anti-trafficking (i.e. appropriate responses
and mteryentions) research and scientific credentials within the anti-trafficking
coqmmty become central to the project’s legitimacy. Coupled with close collab-
oration with Mekong governments,® trafficking research to some extent echoes
the.stqte’s 'synoptic gaze. As I have previously mentioned, when programmatic
loglcs are intertwined with state institutions, data collection is premised on an
eplz.;temology of vertical spatial encompassment. It is this institutional backdrop
}Vhlch‘ explains why there has been several initiatives to design and improve ways
in whlch tl:aﬁicking can be measured. It is therefore no surprise that one of the
Il;ilrse:h m;;latlvets in building a broader platform for anti-trafficking research was a

ods contest convened by the UNIAP proj i i i
i e b e Mkt e giyon. project which aimed at measuring

Trafficking contests, estimates and methods

In 2007, the UNIAP project launched the “UNIAP trafficking estimates initiative’
(UNIAP 2008). The initiative was launched largely in response to the fact that
seyeral key officials within several anti-trafficking organisations (many of them
with strong so'cial science backgrounds) were growing tired of hyperbole media
coverage and 1n.experienced NGOs implementing activities based on assumption
(and even fabrication) rather than empirical evidence. Convening a methods
competition on trafficking was a means not only whereby new methodologies
were clllcouraged to come to light but also for advocating within the anti-
Haﬁ"l_ckmg community improved research methods to target programming more
Ffﬁc:ently for the purpose of assisting victims, identifying perpetrators and reduc-
ing overall trafficking numbers. In the words of UNIAP, the aims were:

FlI'St,. to address the need for accurate estimates of trafficking victims. This
{:iata is 'needed to understand the scale of the problem in different areas and
industries, in order to inform: intervention design and prioritization
Second, the competitive format aimed to attract quality statistical and
research expertise to the field of human counter-trafficking — a field where
thellack of reliable quantitative statistics has widely been acknowledged as
an inhibiting factor in counter-trafficking programming.

(UNIAP 2008: 1)

Th'c competition_was-nc? doubt ambitious, given that several academics have
pointed out that identifying reliable and conclusive estimates involves multiple
challenges and may even be impossible (for example, Anderson 2008).
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Furthermore, holding a ‘methodology”’ contest is rather peculiar. It mtroducfes f;
metaphor of sport, thereby implying that research and knowledge isa dczmamho
combat and hierarchical tabulation where there can only be one winner. SI'J.C a
view of research smacks of naive empiricism, as it tal‘ce_s methods a.nd techniques
for data collection as a starting point for assessing validity .and qu:a1.1ty of reseal:ch
(which in turn contributes to the reproduction.of a universalising trafﬁcicmg
discourse). This is a rather serious flaw. Application of method and mc?thododc?tlgly
cannot be judged on its own terms but is governed by a research question an o E
particular theoretical framework that is applied, as well as the_: context in w ;:
the research takes place. In other words, one does not s_tart with a .techmque for
data collection but one considers what methods are required to elucidate a partlc;i
ular research problem (which, of course, is shapet.:l by whate\{elz theoretlc_:
framework and perspectives within which one is wokag). Hence,llt is the partic-
ular theoretical framework and perspectives that give a mt?thod 1ts‘explfmaf:0ry
power, not the specificity of methods in themselves. There is a real “cart in front
of the horse’ problem with this approach, which I now elucidate.

Estimating labour trafficking: a study of Burmese migrant workers
in Samut Sakhon, Thailand

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to provide a thorough review of all tl}e
contestants (but for an analysis of the winner, see Molla‘nd 2012). However, in
what follows, I consider ‘the silver medallist’, to elucidate both the wayl_lts
methodology is articulated but also todexamine the type of paradoxes and slip-
instruments eventually produce.
pagOe;: u(()::cl EZ contenders in the trafficking contest. carried out research on
Burmese migrants workers in Samut Sakhon, Thailand (JI?ISPH Cente:r 'f'bli
Refugee and Disaster Response and LPN 2019). The reseef.rch mvolvecli an 1911:19.
‘ethnographic™® phase, which involved carying out sen'u-structure.d ml:ervifws
amongst Burmese migrants. Subsequently, responded—dnvey saﬁ.lphng a.s;e1 ctm
referrals by migrants (chain referral samples) was used to identify respon Fn t}f
Based on this methodology, the researc:ll’aggnlc:h;defl nthn&:: 33.6 per cent of the
i jon in their sample were cked victims. .
ml%r:rnrf lf(?tp l‘nlle:ft: questioning thepuse of chain referral samples in itself but what 1:
of interest is the way that the survey instrument was designed to detect cases O
human trafficking. As has become commonplace in bqth research and programme
implementation within the anti-trafficking industry, this survey used the deﬁmtlloE
of trafficking from the United Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress andffI;qul;sl
Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Ch%ldren (I-Im:eai"ter the ’I.‘ra cking
Protocol, United Nations 2000) as an heuristic device for des1gm.ng specific survt;y
questions. All questions within the survey refiect the three mam elen.lents of the
definition of trafficking within the Trafficking Prqtocol: means (deccl.t, coercion,
etc.), process (recruitment, transport, transfer, re_cmpt) and goal (exploitation). “Ec;r
example, the second element of method (recruitment, transpo_rt, transfer, recelpr’z
srme vadunad tn one simnle auestion: ‘Have vou used a recruiter or transporter:

In search of the perfect method 107

(JHSPH Center for Refugee and Disaster Response and LPN 2010: 43). If a
respondent asked affirmatively to at least one of the questions within each of the
three elements, then this would be considered to count as trafficking in persons.
No doubt several of the findings are interesting. For example, the research

found no significant correlation between ethnicity of labour migrants and the
duration of stay in Thailand in relation to severity of abuse. However, it is worth
considering more closely the implication of using the definition from the
Trafficking Protocol as a proxy for research questions. First of all, by asking
‘Have you used a recruiter or transporter?’, the research instrument implies these
descriptive categories (‘recruiter’; ‘transporter’) to be relevant to the migrants’

life-worlds themselves. In doing so, other types of social relationships amongst
migrant communities are excluded. By reproducing the Trafficking Protocol in
this way (that is, presuming labour migration is facilitated by a recruiter or trans-

porter), it is assumed that there is no such thing as facilitated migration without

the use of a broker. As other research has shown, non-consensual recruitment may

take place within intimate networks of kin and family (Derks 2008; Sandy 2009;

Molland 2011; Molland 2012)." This is most puzzling as, although the research

found that many migrants use ‘recruiters’ or ‘brokers’, the survey also found that:

‘In nearly 60% of cases, respondents found their current or previous job through

friends and family. Only about 11% reported finding their job through a broker
(almost all of these paid money to the broker for this)’ (JHSPH Center for
Refugee and Disaster Response and LPN 2010: 36).

Since the survey instrument merely reproduces the trafficking definition from
the Trafficking Protocol, it overlooks a very interesting insight that begs impor-
tant questions of the facilitation of mobility; that is, the prevalence of intimate
connections in the recruitment process, as well as the use of brokers that does not
result in “trafficking’. Yet, since the instrument dutifully follows the Trafficking
Protocol, it cancels out the possibility that informal recruitment can constitute
trafficking. The important point here is that rather than ‘detecting’ trafficking out
‘there’ one must recognise that the survey instrument takes part in producing its
own findings. A singular subjectivity (i.e. a ‘recruiter’) is a priori assumed to
exist and is ‘discovered’ through the survey question, whilst it ignores the larger
social context of the operationalisation of mobility. This tendency is particularly
evident in how the report claims the various survey questions reveal prevalence
of trafficking numbers.

Several case studies are offered in the report but a reader may be puzzled as to
how several of the cases do not seem to conform closely with what is implied in
legal definitions of trafficking. Some cases demonstrate various forms of labour
exploitation and compromised work conditions but without any clear information
to how this is linked to labour migration or recruitment. Conversely, cases of
deception are shown but without any clear linkage to work conditions. The reason
for these seemingly disjointed case studies is explained thus:

It should be noted that the construction of this variable does not presume that
Process, Means and Goal are linked to one specific actor or event, rather that
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a cumulative set of experiences have been identified whereby the component
elements of labor trafficking are evident over an unspecified period of time
and number of events. One may say that what is being measured is a cumu-
lative risk of labor trafficking among Burmese migrant workers in the
seafood processing industry in Samut Sakhon.

(JHSPH Center for Refugee and Disaster Response and LPN 2010: 43)

In other words, the survey asks specific questions relating to the three elements
of trafficking and then an ex post facto coherence is constructed between these
clements. Although the report acknowledges this selective reading of trafficking,
it is worth noting that it at the same time diverts from the definition of trafficking
on which the whole methodology is based on. The Trafficking Protocol and the
whole legal regime in relation to translational organised crime is premised upon
the assumption that traffickers knowingly employ non-consensual means to
recruit a migrant into an exploitative labour related situation. As such, the
Trafficking Protocol has an implicit collusive tone in the way trafficking is
constructed, evidenced by the importance of establishing intent of the trafficker
in court cases. The paradox in all this is that, instead of letting the misfit between
trafficking definitions (the Trafficking Protocol) and its applicability to survey
research result in reconsideration of one’s methods, subtle manoeuvres are made
to make one’s data fit a generic and abstract understanding of trafficking which
conforms with the Trafficking Protocol. We see here a subtle transformation.
What is meant to be a promise of improved research and methods of trafficking
tumns out to entail an inherent conservatism. Through the process of advancing
trafficking research, important discursive parameters (such as the use of the defi-
pition within the Trafficking Protocol) are not advanced but reproduced. A
favourable interpretation would suggest that this is perhaps why the method only
received a ‘silver medal’ in the trafficking methods contest. Yet, similar dynam-
ics are evident in other recent anti-trafficking research.

Sentinel surveillance

Following on from the methods competition, UNIAP published another research
report where sentinel surveillance techniques were used to monitor the incidence
of trafficking amongst Cambodian labour migrants in Thailand. Focusing on
Poipet border checkpoint, the research self-defines as ‘the first research of its kind
in the field of human trafficking. In this respect, it signals an important new era
in human trafficking research and data collection’ (UNIAP 2010: xiii).

The preoccupation with creating totalising modes of mapping of trafficking is
evident: ‘Human trafficking sentinel surveillance seeks to understand and track
the prevalence, severity, trends and changes in human trafficking patterns and
flows, both internal and cross-border’ (UNIAP 2010: 33).

The main heuristic device to achieve such legibility was to carry out
randomised 30-minute interviews over a time period at the Poipet cross-border
~harknnint The use of the Poipet border checkpoint was justified thus:
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The Immigration Office proved to be the most practical locale for intervie-
wees. Deportees often head directly to taxi and bus stands after leaving the
Im_ngratlon Police station and there is little privacy in between those two
points. It was ultimately determined that there was greater privacy behind the
gates of the Immigration Police Station rather than outside where there were
many people. With interviews being conducted at the Immigration Police
_Statlpn, h.owever, the data collectors had to be mindful that the proximity to
:};Jal‘fn;gil;t;g:l:tii’gfrs had the potential to hinder interviewees’ willingness to

(UNIAP 2010: 36)

One of the main rationales for choosing the Poipet border checkpoint was the
mere fact that the majority of Cambodian labour migrants who are deported from
Thallfmd. are provided through this checkpoint. The report concludes that there
;r;a '81gn1ﬁca.nt levels of exploitation amongst Cambodian labour migrants in
N nlll:::nhgd Ltl :g,y l-lowever, not difficult to point of several problems with this type
B Lea}fm‘g the serious ethical dilemmas of working so closely with state author-
ities w1th1_n the compounds of a notorious checkpoint aside,” we yet again see the
_repro.ductlon of the Trafficking Protocol in the way that victims of trafficking are
}dentlﬁed. Allthough the report, no doubt, uncovers valuable information regard-
ing Cat?lbodlan lal.bour migrants, it is worth considering the workings at play in
generating authoritative trafficking data. By asking deportees specific questions
_geared towards the three elements of the UN trafficking definition, we get what
is a common tendency within survey research; it reproduces what it seeks to find
For example, the report notes that the risk of trafficking increases with the:
number of brokers used in the migration process. Just as the aforementioned
report on Burmese migrants, there is little evidence provided in the report which
c!emonstrates Fhat such brokering practices consist of coherent forms of opera-
tions (somf:thmg which the Trafficking Protocol itself suggests). Rather than
conte.mplatmg the very real possibility that the increasing number of brokers
constitutes disjointed migration trajectories with unexpected outcomes, the report
chooses to let these selected variables pass off as evidence of ,traﬁ'lcking
net'works. Hence, the report contributes to the reproduction of an essentialist
unitary trafficking narrative concerning recruitment.
. The report does not only need to somehow articulate authoritative knowledge
in terms of how trafficked victims are identified but also to demonstrate that it
indeed can assess overall trafficking trends. In other words, its methodology
cannot mgr.ely be individualising (who is and who is not a trafficked victim) but
also tot.ahsm.g (w1th1n the realm of probability, the total number of Cambodian
traﬂ.ickmg v:c!:lms is X). It is worth noting that there is no coincidence that the
Thai-Cambodian border is chosen for this research, as it is widely known that the
numbers of Cambodian deportees is relatively high and a large majority of them
are deported through Poipet checkpoint. This allows the report to use deportees
as a proxy for estimating trafficking numbers.
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Yet, problems with applying this method to other contexts are obvious. It is
widely know that, in many border areas, only a smail fraction of migrapts are
deported and migrants (whether trafficked, or otherwise) are well outside Fhe
purview of deportations. I would very much like to see this methodology applied
to, say, the Thai—Lao border, where vast numbers of migrants criss-cross Fhe
border for numerous reasons without being caught up in regulatory deportatxo_n
schemes by states or anti-trafficking programmes. Although the report rhetqn—
cally claims encompassment in terms of its estimations, it relies on very selec.tlve
empiricism to suit programmatic constraints. Institutional logic d.et‘ermmejs
methodology. A border crossing is chosen for research simply because it is possi-
ble and convenient for an anti-trafficking organisation to do so.

To be fair, the research has several strengths, one of them being the mere fact
that parts of its rationale was to compare deportees who had been subject to
exploitation and/or trafficking with other deportees who had more successful
experiences working in Thailand. However, if the objective is to discern reasons
why different migrants have different migrant outcomes, it seems to watrant
different methods than short 30-minute interviews under the purview of migrant
officials and police at a notorious checkpoint.”? This brings me to the question of
institutional parameters which shape research and why certain methods are used
(and other excluded).

In search of the perfect method: the institutional context of anti-
trafficking programming

On the one hand, the trafficking methods discussed above may seem impressive.
In a sense, they do what they set out to do. Data are collected and collated, char-
acteristics of migrations are tabulated and estimates are produced. As such, these
research programmes legitimate their own functioning. But what does all this
mean, and what purpose does it all serve? As pointed out earlier, these research
programmes share a set of characteristics which are not explicitly recogniseq by
the trafficking programmes that implement them. Beyond a revelatory function,
they seek a grid-like lucidness of mobility where trafficking can be pir.lpoin‘ted
within specific territorial parameters. It enables an aerial panoramic view
(produced with the use of Geographic Information Systems maps) where.traf-
ficking ‘hotspots’ and clusters of vulnerability come to light. The emphasis on
borders (as in the sentinel survey by UNIAP) is no coincidence, as one of the
prime surveillance mechanisms for the state has become international borders. As
Roy Boyne has pointed out, ‘the Panoptical gaze is no longer in the middle but
has moved to the edges’ (Boyne 2010: 287). All this makes trafficking legible,
which no doubt is important from the point of view of donor funding. In doing so,
however, it needs to rely on methods that use generic modes of identification to
achieve comparability (i.e. the replication of the most widely accepted definition
of trafficking) and quantitative survey methods to claim totalised encompassment
(‘the number of victims in this area is X’).

Ac ench afforts to imorove methods on human trafficking resemble what

In search of the perfect method 111

Bourdieu has termed ‘the scholastic point of view’ (Bourdieu 1990), where
models and abstractions utilised in research exceeds the social reality to which
they refer. Attempts to explore the immediateness of meaning and how migrants
grasp their life-worlds are surpassed by instruments to construct an understand-
ing, which is entirely exterior to it. In this sense, the trafficking estimation
contest, the sentinel surveillance research and other related broadscale research
must be understood in its wider meta-context:

official data arc extremely useful for learning about the functioning of the
organizations which are engaged in producing them and/or the procedures for
defining and limiting the knowable statistical part of the phenomenon. So...
trafficking [has] to be defined, classified, adjudicated and registered. We
might say... that immigration as well as the trafficking, entering as phenom-
ena in the systemns of classification in order to be measured become ‘political
objects’ insofar as they express, on the one hand the sensitivity of the govern-
mental authorities towards the phenomena and their capacity to provide
adequate instruments of information, and on the other they become instru-
ments for obtaining knowledge and confirmation of political decisions.
(Savona and Stefanizzi 2007: 47, emphasis added)

Hence, although from the point of view of anti-trafficking programmes, their
research is becoming more scientific, they should rather be considered as politi-
cal statements (van Ufford 1993) that sets in motion the production of data, which
is at the same time shaped by, as well as informing programme operations. The
reason why anti-trafficking research tends to take this form has no doubt to do
with the fact that this particular programmatic mode of knowledge contributes to
the functioning of anti-trafficking programmes. For example, whereas articulat-
ing a research problem requires analytical skills and a great deal of subjective
Jjudgment, specific methods and instruments (such as using a survey based on a
pre-given definition of trafficking) can easily be stipulated in manuals and
enables replication. And of course, a positivist rhetoric of promising scientific and
reliable estimates is more easily receptive of policy endorsement. Hence, a priori-
tisation with methods, numbers and statistics suits institutional demands.
Although anti-trafficking research is rhetorically driven by needs of trafficked
victims and vulnerable migrants, there is always a subtext of the needs of anti-
trafficking programmes themselves.

As we have seen, many of these methodologies are technically sophisticated
but analytically and theoretically lacking a clear compass. They also seem to be
blind to the condition of their own epistemological production. The methodology
competition is an interesting case in point. An overenthusiastic emphasis on
methods clouds exact reasons why such research ought to be carried out in the
first place. Beyond legitimating donor funding (“there are X trafficked victims at
this border; subtext: please fund us to combat it*), it is entirely unclear what such
estimates in themselves can do to improve the ways in which trafficked victims
are assisted. This specific programmatic mode of knowledee nroduction is not



112 Sverre Molland

bereft of consequences, as it predisposes anti-trafficking measures to take certain
forms. It explains human trafficking in terms of individual behaviour (‘X
migrants are aware of Y’; ‘Z migrants have no access to land but are not at risk
of abuse’, etc.), which can be targeted from the point of view of policy program-
ming. The overarching bureaucratic trope for this individuating logic is to target
vulnerability amongst (individual) labour migrants. Such behaviouralism is
neatly recapitulated by Xiang Biao:

Epistemological behaviouralism sees migration as a distinct behaviour, that
is, a particular class of intended human actions taken in response to external
stimulus and constraints. Taking this behaviour itself as the starting point of
inquiry and the focus of investigation, epistemological behaviouralism imag-
ines disparate human flows into a singular subject that can be analytically
isolated, with its externally discernable patterns and intemal stable essence

to be uncovered.
(Biao 2011: 1)

In other words, these research instruments are heavily positivist in orientation,
where human trafficking is cast in light of observable units of behaviour, thereby
failing to recognise that trafficking research is not merely instruments for docu-
menting behaviour in a pre-existing world ‘out there’ but takes part in shaping its
object. Hence, the anti-trafficking methods initiatives discussed earlier are
arguably emergent forms of governmentalities shaped by transnational linkages
of governments, NGOs and international organisations.

Furthermore by individuating the phenomena, the research has a distinct
apolitical character. The reports cast no, or little, light on questions of asymmet-
rical relations of power, structural and institutional reasons for why certain
migrants are integrated in migratory labour markets in particular ways. There is a
broad academic literature on this topic (for example, Massey et al. 1993; Phillips
2009; Tsing 2009) but anti-trafficking organisations seem unaware of it. The
recommendations made by these trafficking reports are telling. There is a strong
emphasis on awareness raising and training of officials in the ways they deal with
suspected victims of trafficking. Very little is being directed towards broader
structural reasons why abuse and exploitation of migrants take place.” In the few
cases where law enforcement is recommended, it remains an individuated focus
on the arrest of individual recruiters, traffickers and exploitative employers. The
fact that research which employs positivist behaviouralist methodologies end up
with recommendations that target individual behaviour is, hence, no surprise. In
this sese, the trafficking methods and estimates discussed in this chapter have a
distinct conservative dynamism about them as they reproduce (as opposed to
challenge) legalistic definitions and concepts of trafficking, as well as sustaining
a programmatic gaze on individual behaviour of migrants rather than asking
broader questions of the political economy of labour migration. The heavy focus
on methods, coupled with the promise of achieving statistically valid estimates of
tonfRinling trande ie nnt anlv ambitions but drives attention away from a more
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careful reflexivi.ty regarding the knowledge production itself, Within this frame-
work, no analytical gaze can be redirected at the anti-trafficking sector itself.

Conclusion

The reader may believe that the aforementioned discussion leads to a conclusion
that we often see in the divide between academic and applied research. The
academic points to all sorts of hurdles, contradictions and naivety, before
concluding: ‘it’s more complicated than that’. This is to misread my argument.
What I‘seek to elucidate is that querying the institutional underpinnings of anti-
trafficking research is not merely a question of deconstruction in itself but it also
reveals inherent practical problems that are perpetuated through anti-trafficking
research. Rather than mindless empiricism regarding trends, prevalence and proj-
ects that seek to generate diagrammatic surveillance of trafficking trends, very
ht.tle of this trafficking research is orientated more closely to the needs of the
migrants themselves. This is indeed paradoxical, given the individuating nature
of .these trafficking surveys: despite epistemic behaviouralism (i.e. the individual
be'lng the main unit of analysis), it produces remarkably thin insights into how
migrants themselves perceive their migration trajectories, how they believe their
circumstances can change, as well as the ways in which they evaluate the assis-
tance trafficking organisations seek to provide. And, when it comes to traffickers

brf)k‘ers and other villains, they remain dark horses of whom we know very ]ittlej
Itis 1r%crefasingly apparent that there is a serious gap between what anti-trafficking
-orgams?.tlons say and do and the way alleged trafficked victims engage with anti-
trafficking programmes. As Lisborg (Chapter 2) and Surtees (Chapter 8) point
out, many victims, with good reasons, decline assistance from anti-trafficking
programmes. Similarly, more detailed studies of recruitment and brokers suggest
that assumptions being made by anti-trafficking programmes regarding the
modus operandi of traffickers may result in awkward responses and even counter-
intentional effects (Molland 2011).

This seems to suggest that, rather than being preoccupied with expansive
surveys (which can never result in closer and deeper engagement with migrant
labourers), strengthened engagement with migrant populations may generate
more fr.uitful assistance for migrants or, indeed, the uncomfortable recognition
that assistance may not be appropriate at 21l. This may also invite the broader traf-
ficking sector to reconsider the tenacity of applying generic legalistic templates
and definitions in their work (such as the dutiful usage of the Trafficking
Protocol).

Given the problems I have raised, one may be left wondering who is the audi-
ence 'for such estimations? It is here we see a peculiar circularity as various
orga.msations launch trafficking estimates and large-scale trafficking surveys
(wl_uch contributes to their symbolic capital within the field of anti-trafficking)
?vhlch, in turn, becomes resources for other trafficking programmes and traﬂ’lck:
ing ex_pe?rts to use in their research which in turn contributes to their expertise. As
such, it is no surprise that at the time of writing this essay the UNIAP project has
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announced yet another trafficking estimation competition." Yet, as this chapter
has attempted to illuminate, such trafficking estimates teach us much more about
the organisations and researchers who carry them out than the ‘real’ numbers of
trafficking victims.

Notes

I These criticisms include the commonality of conflating children and women, assum-
ing that poverty causes trafficking as well as acknowledging the complex relationship
between legal status and trafficking,

2 In addition to specific measurements, scveral organisations, such as the Institute of
Migration spends considerable resources at developing databases to contribute to
mapping trafficking trends. For example, UNESCO has applied sentinel surveillance
methods using GIS data on trafficking and HIV Aids in the Mekong region for several
years.

3 There is no coincidence that several trafficking reports tend to use GIS data and the
use of maps as it symbolically cxpresses a complete mapping of trafficking ‘down
there’ in which anti-trafficking programmes can gain a synoptic view.

4 In 2003, AFESIP established ‘The observatory on trafficking’ which aimed to achieve
‘scientific consistency’ in human trafficking research. In a similar fashion, Steinfatt ez
al. rely heavily on claims of carrying out ‘scientific’ trafficking research. The irony
that ideologically opposed institutions and researchers share in commeon a rhetorical
structure (i.c. claims of scientific objectivity) seems to go unnoticed.

5 This is not to say that the entire trafficking sector adheres to a commitment to more
‘gcientific’ research. In fact, several individuals and organisations are critical of
survey instruments. This being said, it is notable that emphasis on improved methods
is something that straddle ideological stand in relation to human trafficking.

6 UNIAP has been prominent in providing technical support to several Mekong govern-
ments. This includes serving as the secretariat to the Coordinated Mekong Ministerial
Initiative against Trafficking (COMMIT), providing technical support in drafting traf-
ficking legislation, as well assisting the devclopment of a National Plan of Action in
several countries. It is also important to recognise that despite the divergent political
and moral debates that have shaped the anti-trafficking protocol, most UN agencies
(and even NGOs) that combat trafficking employ the Trafficking Protocol in their
work. Hence, despite divergent views of trafficking (legalisation of migration, border
control etc.) most anti-trafficking initiatives nonetheless use this conceptualisation of
trafficking.

7 It should be noted that the anti-trafficking sector is not homogenous and not all organ-
isations necessarily support such trafficking contests. For example the Global
Alliance Against Traffic in Women (GAATW) has launched the peer review journal,
Anti-Trafficking Review, which allows for a far more diverse articulation of analysis
than a methods contest.

8  Admittedly, academia is also a field in which there is considerable ‘combat’ where
social, symbolic and political hierarchies shape what is considered ‘good research’
(Bourdicu 1988; Kuhn 1970). Yet, the ontology of such combat is rather different, as
the trafficking estimate competition implies that quality of research can objectively
{as opposed to socially) be assessed through a formalised competition. Furthermore,
in contrast to academic principles of blind peer review, UNIAP saw no difficulty in
appointing their own expert panel (which included some of their own staff) to assess
the different contestants.

9  The claim of conducting ‘cthnographic’ interviews seems very questionable and is
very far from what is commonly understood by the term within the discipline of
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anthropology. The report simply labels semi-structured interviews as ‘ethnographic’.
A possible reason for such relabelling may be the rhetorical profit by providing a
sense of depth and an aura of ‘thick description’ to the research.

10 Later on, the report claims that there is high risk associated with recruitment that
II?YOIVCS paying a fee to a recruiter. However, as the research instrument has by defi-
nition excluded mobility facilitation, which is carried out by any other than a
‘recruiter’ or ‘transporter’, this is uncomfortably close to a tautology (it is not unrea-
sonable to hypothesise that most brokers, such as ‘recruiters’ and ‘transporters’.
would seek some form of remuneration). |

11 Border checkpoints arc onc of the main medes in which the state can excrcise total
scrutiny of mobile subjects. As such, the sentinel surveillance raises cthical questions
in the‘v.vays it mirrors such state legibility. Given the widespread abuse by state
alsithontl_es of migrants and deportees, it goes without saying that carrying out inter-
views with deported migrants at a checkpoint raises obvious ethical concerns (to what
extent can a deportee meaningfully consent to an interview within the compound of &
migration checkpoint?), as well as reliability in responses. The report claims that due
care was taken to address these ethical issues but, at the same time, seems to acknowl-
edge that this was in fact not adhered to. On page 37, the report acknowledges that
some respondents feared police overhearing their conversations.

12 Given the obvious sensitivities relating to deportation, one does not need to be a social
scientist to understand that responses can be skewed and by approaching informants
in more sustained ways (with open ended question) one may be more successful in
providing more comprehensive accounts of such migration trajectories.

13 One exception is the works of David Feingold (this volume) but also see his earlier
work, w}nch argues for a political economy approach that emphasises structural
vulnerability amongst ethnic minorities in Thailand (Feingold 1998, 2000).

14 One would think that, given the self-proclaimed scientific quality of the previous esti-
mates, ‘_vhy then is it required to spend resources on new estimates? The next estimate
competition is extremely ambitious as it not only addresses estimation of trafficking
gcﬁms but also estimations of numbers of traffickers as well as profits generated by

em.

Bibliography

Agustin, L. M. (2007) Sex at the Margins: Migration, Labour Markets and the Rescue
Industry. London and New York: Zed Books.

An Gian University (2011) 4 Quantitative Analysis on Human Trafficking: The Case of An
Giang Province, Bangkok. Bangkok: UNIAP.

Amliel;json, B. (2008) ‘Review Essay Sex, Slaves and Stercotypes’. Global Networks 2:

Biao, X. (2011) ‘The Internal Constitution of International Migration: The Case of China’.
In Conference on Crossing Borders, Traversing Boundaries: Bridging the Gap between
International and Internal Migration Research, 13—14 October 2011, 1-13. Singapore:
National University of Singapore.

Bo;l;:ieu, P. (1977) Outline of a Theory of Practice. Cambridge: Cambridge University

sS.

Bourdieu, P. (1988) Homo Academicus. Stanford CA: Stanford University Press.

Bourdieu, P. (1990) “The Scholastic Point of View’. Cultural Anthropology, 5 (4): 380-91.

Boyne, R. (2010) Post-Panopticism. Economy and Society 29 (2): 285-307.

Brunovskis, A. and Tyldum, G. (2005) ‘Describing the Unobserved: Methodological
Sl}l;;le;l?es in Empirical Studies on Human Trafficking’. International Migration 43

: 17-34.



116 Sverre Molland

Derks, A. (2008) Khmer Women on the Move. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press._

Doezema, J. (2010) Sex Slaves and Discourse Masters: The Construction of Trafficking.
London: Zed Books.

Eriksen, T. H. (2010) Small Places, Large Issues: An Introduction to Social and Cultural
Anthropology, 3rd ed. London: Pluto Press.

Feingold, D. A. (2005) Human Trafficking. Foreign Policy, Septerflbel", pp.26~32.

Feingold, D. A. (1998) ‘Sex, Drugs and the IMF: Some Implfcatlons of “Structural
Readjustment” for the Trade in Heroin, Girls and Women in the Upper Mekong

ion’. Refuge, 17 (5): 4-9.

Feiﬁgcflld, D. f %2000)( ")I'he Hell of Good Intentions: Some Preliminary Thoughts on
Opium in the Political Ecology of the Trade in Girls and Women’. In G. Evans, C.
Hutton, and K. K. Eng (eds) Where China Meets Southeast Asia: Social and Cultuf'al
Change in the Border Regions, 183-203. Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian
Studies.

Ferguson, J. and Gupta, A. (2002) ‘Spatializing States: Toward an Ethnography of
Neoliberal Governmentality’. American Ethnologist 29 (4): 981-1002.

Foucault, M. (1977) Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 2nd ed. New York:
Vintage Books. .

Gallagher, A. (2001). ‘Human Rights and the New UN Protocols on Trafficking and
Migrant Smuggling: A Preliminary Analysis’. Human Rights Quarterly 23: 975.

ILO (2003) Labour Migration Survey in Khammuane, Savannakhet and _Champasak.
Vientiane: Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, Lao PDR and International Labour
Office.

IOM (2004) Revisiting the Human Trafficking Paradigm: The Bangladesh Experience:
Part I Trafficking of Adults. Geneva: Institute of Migration.

JHSPH Center for Refugee and Disaster Response and LFN (2010) Estimating Labor
Trafficking: A Study of Burmese Migrant Workers in Samut Sakhon, Tht_u'!and, Bangk_ok.
Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health and Labour Rights Promotion
Network.

Kempadoo, K. and Doezema, J. (1998) Global Sex Workers: Rights, Resistance, and
Redefinition. New York: Routledge. o
Kempadoo, K., Sanghera, J. and Pattanaik, B. (2005) Trafficking and Prostitution
Reconsidered: New Perspectives on Migration, Sex Work, and Human Rights. Boulder,

CO: Paradigm Publishers. . .

Kuhn, T. S. (1970) The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.

Laczko, F. and Gramegna, M. A. (2003) ‘Developing Better Indicators of Human
Trafficking’. Brown Journal of World Affairs, X (1): 179-94. o ,

Lainez, N. (2010) ‘Representing Sex Trafficking in Southeast Asia? The Victim Staged’.
In T. Zheng (ed.) Sex Trafficking, Human Rights and Social Justice, 134-49. London:
Routledge. '

Lindquist, J. (2010) ‘Images and Evidence: Human Trafficking, Auditing, and the
Production of Iilicit Markets in Southeast Asia and Beyond®. Public Culture 22 (2
223,

Massey, D. 8., Arango, J., Hugo, G., Pellegrino, A. and Taylor, J. E. (1993) *Theories of
International Migration: A Review and Appraisal’. Population and Development
Review 19 (3): 431-66. .

Molland, S. (2011) ““I am helping them”: “Traffickers”, “Anti-traffickers” and Economies
of Bad Faith®. Australian Journal of Anthropology 22: 236-54.

In search of the perfect method 117

Molland, S. (2012) The Perfect Business? Anti-trafficking and the Sex Trade along the
Mekong. Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press.

Phillips, N. (2009} ‘“Migration as Development Strategy? The New Political Economy of
Inequality in the Americas’. Review of International Political Economy 16 (2): 231-59,

Rosga, A. J. (2005) ‘The Traffic in Children: The Funding of Translation and the
Translation of Funding®. Political and Legal Anthropology Review 28 (2). 258-81.

Sandy, L. (2009) ““Behind Closed Doors™ Debt-Bonded Sex Workers in Sihanoukville,
Cambodia’, Asia Pacific Journal of Anthropology 10: 216-30.

Sandy, L. (2012) ‘International Politics, Anti-Trafficking Measures and Sex Work in
Cambodia’. In M. Ford, L. Lyons, and W. van Schendel (eds) Trafficking and Policy
Making at the Border, 41-56, London: Routledge.

Savona, E. U. and Stefanizzi, 8. (2007) Measuring Human Trafficking. New York: Springer.

Scott, J. C. (1998) Secing Like A State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human
Condition Have Fuiled. New Haven: Yale University Press.

Shangera, J., Kempadoo, K. and Pattanaik, B. (2005) ‘Unpacking the Trafficking
Discourse’. In Kempadoo, K., Sanghera, J. and Pattanaik, B. Trafficking and
Prostitution Reconsidered: New Perspectives on Migration, Sex Work, and Human
Rights, 3-24. London and Boulder, CO: Paradigm.

Soderlund, G. (2011) *The Rhetoric of Revelation’, Humanity 2 (2): 193-211,

Steinfatt, T. M. and Baker, 8, (2011} Measuring the Extent of Sex Trafficking in Cambodia
— 2008. Bangkok: UNIAP.

Tsing, A. L. (2009) ‘Supply Chains and the Human Condition’. Rethinking Marxism 21
(2). 148-76.

UNESCO Bangkok (2013) GIS-Linked Social Sentinel Surveillance Project. Available at:
www.unescobkk.org/culture/cultural-diversity/trafficking-and-hivaids-project/projects/
gis-linked-social-sentinel-surveillence-project (accessed 29 July 2013).

UNICEF (2004) Broken Promises Shattered Dreams: A Profile of Child Trafficking in the
Lao PDR. Vientiane: Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, Lao PDR and UNICEF.

van Ufford, P. Q. (1993) ‘Knowledge and Ignorance in the Practices of Development
Policy’. In M. Hobart (ed.) An Anthropological Critique of Development: The Growth
of Ignorance, 135—159. London: Routledge.

United Nations (2000) Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons,
Especially Women and Children, Supplementing the United Nations Convention
Against Transnational Organized Crime. New York: United Nations.

United Nations Global Initiative to Fight Human Trafficking (2006) Human Trafficking:
The Facts. Available at: www.unglobalcompact.org/docs/issues_doc/labour/
Forced_labour/HUMAN_TRAFFICKING - THE FACTS - final.pdf (accessed 29
July 2013).

UNIAP (2010) Human Trafficking Sentinel Swrveillance: Poipet, Cambodia 2009-2010.
Bangkok: United Nations Inter-Agency Project on Human Trafficking.

UNIAP (2008) Statistical Methods for Estimating Numbers of Trafficking Victims.
Bangkok: United Nations Inter-Agency Project on Human Trafficking.

UNODC (2008) Human Trafficking: An Overview. New York: United Nations Office on
Drugs and Crime.

Weitzer, R. (2005) ‘Flawed Theory and Method in Studies of Prostitution’. Violence
Against Women 11: 93449,

Zhang, S. (2009) ‘Beyond the “Natasha™ Story: A Review and Critique of Current
Research on Sex Trafficking’. Global Crime 10 (3): 178-95.



